1 HAYNES JOHNSON [ 


* 

M 

J*. 


A Hotter-Than-Summer Scandal 


E ach day brings more disturbing 
revelations about the great BCCI 
scandal, and each day the 
evidence increasingly points toward one 
conclusion: that the United States 
government knew about this vast illegal 
conspiracy and chose to do nothing 
about it. 

No longer can there be any question 
about what government officials knew 
and when they knew it: Clearly, they 
knew lots and knew it for a long time. 

The latest link in this lengthening 
chain came Wednesday with the 
admission that the CIA has known about 
criminal activities by the Bank of Credit 
and Commerce International for at least 
five years. 

As Sen. John F. Kerry (D-Mass.) told 
reporters: “In 1986, the CIA knew that 
BCCI was a criminal enterprise and 
owned the First American bank, and 
told a number of other government 
agencies. There is no evidence on 
record that any of these agencies told 
the Federal Reserve what they knew, 
nor is there any evidence of federal law 
enforcement taking any action.” 

Kerry then posed the critical 
question: “Yet despite the fact that a 
number of agencies were told about the 
secret ownership of First American by 
BCCI, apparently no one did anything 
about it. The question is, why?” 

That question embraces much more 
than complex worldwide operations of 
BCCI, the “bank of crooks and 
criminals.” It goes to the heart of other 
secret activities about which high 
government officials claimed no 
knowledge — and lied to keep that 
knowledge from being known publicly. 

Millions of dollars for secret 
Iran-contra arras shipments are 
reported to have flowed through BCCI, 
for instance. So did untold millions in 
drug money laundered by Panamanian 
dictator Manuel Antonio Noriega’s 
operatives, some of whom are in jail 
today. For years, Noriega used BCCI as 
his personal bank to launder proceeds 
from narcotics trafficking. 

That connection between Noriega, 
drugs, arms, Iran-contra and U.S. 
intelligence agencies is now fully 
documented. So is the link between the 
CIA and the illegal military assistance to 
U.S.-backed contra forces in Nicaragua. 

Thanks to the recent court 
acknowledgement by CIA official Alan D. 
Fiers, the public now knows that top CIA 
officials were deeply involved in those 
operations. Fiers also has stated that, 
contrary to previous official denials, his 
superiors knew that proceeds from 


secret U.S. shipments to Iran were being 
diverted to assist the contras. Thus, the 
contra resupply operation led by former 
White House aide Oliver L. North was * 
not, as claimed by Reagan administration 
officials, a rogue operation or an 
off-the-shelf operation disconnected from 
the CIA. They were directly 
connected — and apparently connected to_ 
the operations of BCCI. 

There are allegations, not yet proved, 
that the CIA used BCCI as a channel to 
fund some covert operations. On top of 
that comes the disclosure that the CIA 
not only knew that BCCI was a “criminal 
enterprise” but shared that information . 
with other government agencies. 

So, again, the key question: Why 
wasn't anything done about it? 

Here, the Noriega case is instructive. 

As early as 1978, an agent of the 
U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration 
was reporting information to superiors ; 
that directly linked Noriega and illegal 
narcotics trafficking. In 1983, the 
commanding general of the U.S. 

Southern Command based in Panama, 
Gen. Paul Gorman, ordered an t; 

investigation into Noriega’s 
“connections and activities.” As a result, 
the general raised questions about 
Noriega’s possible involvement in 
laundering of drug money with U.S. 
Embassy officials there. In effect, they 
told him not to worry about Noriega, 
that “things are okay,” he later testified. 

High U.S. officials also knew about 
Noriega’s criminal activities — and 
looked the other way. A senior staff 
member of the National Security 
Council during the Reagan 
administration in the early 1980s, 

Norman Bailey, testified three years 
ago before the House Select Committee , 
on Narcotics Abuse and Control: 

“Clear and inconvertible evidence 
was, at best, ignored and, at worst, 
hidden, and denied by many 
government agencies and departments 
of the government of the United States 
in such a way as to provide cover and 
protection for [Noriega’s] activities, 
while, at the same time, assuring that 
they did the maximum damage to those 
very interests that the officials involved 
were sworn to uphold and defend.” 

The reason? Noriega was a means to 
an end. Whatever means were 
necessary to accomplish U.S. 
intelligence goals were acceptable. 

The same can be said about BCCI. 

This is no summer sizzler of a scandal in 
Washington, a convenient story to fill a 
no-news void. This is the real thing, and 
it is certain to grow worse. 


